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The Glories of 
Reading the 
Proper Way 
W at do you dfo if a student cries in class? It comes up sometimes in literature classes, 
especially if one encourages personal responses. It usu-
ally happens like this. We are reading a novel by Thomas 
Hardy, Tess if the D'Urbervilles, and pick a passage to 
respond to. One student responds to a passage early in 
the book, where the parents of "poor Tess" are shown 
to be poor parents indeed, the sadly incompetent cap-
tains of a sinking ship aboard which the children are 
helpless passengers who did not even volunteer for the 
journey. For this student, the passage evokes her child-
hood with a fluttery, indigent single parent, who would 
spend profligately on ponies for birthday parties while 
the gas and electricity were being shut off. The passage 
maps so precisely and powerfully onto the student's 
life that, hearing it and her response read in class, it 
assumes an emotional intensity and proportion for the 
class that casts the rest of novel in its shadow, properly, 
I think. That is, this student's response "updates"Tess's 
predicament, and lends its own emotional power as 
a kind of propellant with which we all rocket off to 
further readings. And to just plain further reading, of 
what for many of my students is a rather long book. 
This, however, is not the student who cries. 
That not very academic emotion instead seems 
to accompany a student whose response seems more 
wayward, for example, the student who focused on 
Tess losing her baby and having to baptize and bury it 
herself It is never mentioned in the novel afterwards, 
this student noted, and that seemed highly unrealistic 
to her. This was because her mother had lost a child 
and cried about it for years. This missing child was a 
ghostly presence in the family, one this student was 
aware of throughout her years in that household, pres-
ent at anniversaries and birthdays and Christmas and 
at the odd meal or moment, when her mother would 
burst into tears. Reac 
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r e s p o n s e s .  I t  u s u -
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t h e  c h i l d r e n  a r e  
v o l u n t e e r  f o r  t h e  
~vokes h e r  c h i l d -
u e n t ,  w h o  w o u l d  
d a y  p a r t i e s  w h i l e  
t  o f f .  T h e  p a s s a g e  
t t o  t h e  s t u d e n t ' s  
:  r e a d  i n  c l a s s ,  i t  
r o p o r t i o n  f o r  t h e  
; h a d  o w ,  p r o p e r l y ,  
~ " u p d a t e s " T e s s ' s  
> t i o n a l  p o w e r  a s  
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r t h e r  r e a d i n g ,  o f  
1 t h e r  l o n g  b o o k .  
c n e s .  
1  i n s t e a d  s e e m s  
n s e  s e e m s  m o r e  
N h o  f o c u s e d  o n  
p t i z e  a n d  b u r y  i t  
t o v e l  a f t e r w a r d s ,  
i g h l y  u n r e a l i s t i c  
h a d  l o s t  a  c h i l d  
; i n g  c h i l d  w a s  a  
h i s  s t u d e n t  w a s  
1 o u s e h o l d ,  p r e s -
l  C h r i s t m a s  a n d  
r  m o t h e r  w o u l d  
b u r s t  i n t o  t e a r s .  R e a d i n g  h e r  r e s p o n s e  p a p e r  a l o u d  m a d e  
t h i s  s t u d e n t  c r y .  H a r d y ,  p r o b a b l y  b e c a u s e  h e  w a s  a  m a n ,  
d i d  n o t  u n d e r s t a n d ,  s h e  c o n c l u d e d ,  t h e  p o w e r f u l  s a d n e s s  
t h e  l o s s  o f  a  c h i l d  c o u l d  b r i n g ,  a n d  t h u s  d i d n ' t  c o n s i d e r  
i t  r e m a r k a b l e  e n o u g h  t o  r e t u r n  t o  l a t e r  i n  t h e  n o v e l .  
T h i s  i s  a l w a y s  a  d e l i c a t e  m o m e n t  f o r  a  t e a c h e r ,  h o n o r -
i n g  s t u d e n t  f e e l i n g s  a n d  p e r c e p t i o n s  a n d  h o n o r i n g  t o o  
t h e  a u t h o r  a n d  w o r k  u n d e r  e x a m i n a t i o n .  
I f  t h i s  w e r e  a  s t o r y  o f  s u c c e s s f u l  t e a c h i n g ,  I  w o u l d  
r e p o r t  a  k i n d  o f  c o n v e r s i o n  n a r r a t i v e .  T h e  s t r o n g  e m o -
t i o n  o f  t h e  s t u d e n t  w o u l d  b e  t r a n s l a t e d  i n t o  i n t e l l e c t u a l  
e n e r g y ,  a s  i n  m y  f i r s t  e x a m p l e .  A s  a  c l a s s  w e  w o u l d  b e  
e x a m i n i n g  t h i s  l o s t  c h i l d  p r o b l e m .  W e  w o u l d  t u r n  b a c k  
t o  t h e  t e x t  a n d  n o t e  t h e  o d d n e s s  o f  t h e  c h i l d ' s  n a m e ,  
S o r r o w .  T h i s  d o e s  n o t  s e e m  a  v e r y  r e a l i s t i c  n a m e .  M a y b e  
r e a l i s m  i s  n o t  w h a t  t h i s  p a s s a g e  i s  a b o u t ,  I  w o u l d  h i n t .  
L e t ' s  s e e ,  T e s s  i s  r a p e d ,  c o n c e i v e s ,  a n d  b e a r s  t h e  f r u i t  
o f  t h a t  c r i m e - S o r r o w .  S h e  b u r i e s  h e r  s o r r o w ,  a l o n e ,  
w i t h  n o  h e l p  f r o m  a n y o n e ,  n o t  p a r e n t s ,  n o t  c h u r c h ,  n o t  
h u s b a n d .  S h e  s t o i c a l l y  p l o d s  t h r o u g h  t h e  r e s t  o f  t h e  
n o v e l ,  a s  e m o t i o n a l l y  f r o z e n  a s  t h e  f r o z e n  b e e t  f i e l d s  
s h e  w o r k s  i n ,  a s  m e c h a n i c a l l y  n u m b e d  a s  t h e  t h r e s h -
i n g  m a c h i n e  s h e  w o r k s  b e s i d e .  T h e n  i n  a n  i n s t a n t  s h e  
e x p r e s s e s  e m o t i o n ,  i n  a  w i l d  m u r d e r .  W h y ?  f o r  h e r  l o s t  
c h i l d ?  f o r  h e r  l o s t  c h i l d h o o d ?  S o r r o w  t u r n e d  t o  a n g e r  
r a t h e r  t h a n  d e p r e s s i o n ?  I  w o u l d  t h e n  s k i l l f u l l y  e l i c t  a  
b i t  o f  H a r d y ' s  b i o g r a p h y ,  t h a t  h e  a n d  E m m a  c o u l d  n o t  
h a v e  c h i l d r e n ,  a  s o r r o w  t h a t  h a u n t e d  t h e  m a r r i a g e  a n d  
w a s  n e v e r  s p o k e n  o f ,  t h o u g h  i t  h u n g  o v e r  t h e m  f o r  f o r t y  
y e a r s .  T h e  s t u d e n t  w h o s e  m o t h e r  c r i e d  a l l  t h o s e  y e a r s  
w o u l d  s u d d e n l y  e x c l a i m  t h a t  T e s s ' s  l o s t  c h i l d  i s  n o t  
i g n o r e d !  i t  i s  c e n t r a l !  i t  i s  t h e  s y m b o l i c  e m b o d i m e n t  o f  
h e r  p l i g h t ,  h e r s e l f ,  t h e  l o s t  c h i l d ,  a n d  w h e n  t h a t  c h i l d  
T e s s  d i e s  o n  t h e  g a l l o w s  w e  m u s t  h a n g  o u r  h e a d s  a n d  
w e e p ,  a n d  l o n g  a f t e r  r e a d i n g  t h i s  b o o k  b e  h a u n t e d  b y  
h e r ,  T e s s ,  a  p e r s o n  n o w  i n  o u r  h e a d s  a t  o d d  m o m e n t s  
a n d  m e a l s  a n d  a n n i v e r s a r i e s .  
T h i s  i s  r e a d i n g ,  I  i m a g i n e ,  i n  t h e  p r o p e r  w a y .  A n d ,  
h u r r a h ,  i n  t h i s  c l a s s  a l l  t h e s e  m a r v e l o u s  t h i n g s  d i d  
i n d e e d  h a p p e n .  I  e n c o u r a g e d  t h i s  s t u d e n t  t o  r e w r i t e  
h e r  p a p e r ,  a d d i n g  t h e  c l a s s ' s  i n s i g h t s  t o  r o u n d  o u t  h e r  
r e s p o n s e .  S h e  e n t h u s i a s t i c a l l y  a g r e e d .  S h e  g a v e  i t  t o  m e ,  
f o r  t h e  s t u d e n t  l i t e r a r y  m a g a z i n e ,  t o  p u b l i s h  t h e r e  i f  I  
s a w  f i t .  S h e  m a d e  n o  r e v i s i o n s .  I  p u b l i s h e d  i t .  
W h a t  m a t t e r e d  t o  h e r  w e r e  h e r  m o t h e r ' s  t e a r s .  
T h e  I m p r o p e r  W a y  
I  s t i l l  f e e l  a  l i t t l e  g u i l t y  r e l a t i n g  t h e  
s t o r y  a b o u t  T e s s  a n d  t h e  g i r l  w h o s e  
m o t h e r  c r i e d  t h r o u g h o u t  h e r  c h i l d -
h o o d .  I  f e e l  s o m e t i m e s  I  h a v e  f a i l e d  
t h e  g i r l ,  s o m e t i m e s  f a i l e d  H a r d y ,  
m a y b e  f a i l e d  m y  p r o f e s s i o n .  I  c a n  
f e e l  s h a m e  i n  h o w  m y  c o l l e a g u e s  
m i g h t  v i e w  m y  s h o d d y  t e a c h i n g ,  
w h i c h  n e v e r  d i d  g e t  t h e  r e w r i t e  o u t  
o f  t h a t  s t u d e n t ,  a n d  s t i l l  a c c e p t e d  i t ,  
i n  f a c t  p r a i s e d  i t .  I  c a n  m a k e  a  c a s e  f o r  
w h a t  I  d i d - w e  c a n  a l l  a l w a y s  m a k e  a  
c a s e - b u t  t h e  f e e l i n g s  r e c u r .  
I  d o n ' t  f e e l  g u i l t  o r  s h a m e ,  h o w -
e v e r ,  l i s t e n i n g  t o  D i r e  S t r a i t s  o n  t a p e  
a s  I  d r i v e  t o  w o r k .  I  h a v e  a  c h e a p  
r a d i o  w i t h  a  l o t  o f  s t a t i c ,  a n d  c h e a p  
e a r s  w i t h  a  l o t  o f  s t a t i c  t o o ,  s o  o f t e n  
I  c a n ' t  m a k e  o u t  a l l  t h e  w o r d s  o f  a n y  
s o n g  I  l i s t e n  t o .  T h i s  i s  l i k e  b e i n g  a  
C a t h o l i c  i n  t h e  o l d  d a y s  o f  t h e  L a t i n  
m a s s ,  w h e n  I  w o u l d  h e a r  t h e  p r i e s t  
i n t o n e  t h i n g s  l i k e  " J a n i e  T o r y ,  J a n i e  
T o - k w a y ,  P a  s a y s  y o u  c a n ' t  g o  o u t ,  t o -
n i g h t . "  I  c r e a t e d  a  n a r r a t i v e  f r o m  t h e  
m a t e r i a l s  a t  h a n d ,  a n d  f e l t  u n t r o u b l e d  
b y  m y  e f f o r t ,  a n d  o n l y  m i l d l y  c u r i o u s  
a b o u t  w h a t  t h e  L a t i n  r e a l l y  m e a n t .  S o  
w i t h  D i r e  S t r a i t s .  
R i g h t  n o w  m y  f a v o r i t e  s o n g  i s  
" B r o t h e r s  i n  A r m s . " L y r i c s  a r e  n o t o r i -
o u s l y  l a m e  w i t h o u t  m u s i c  t o  c a r r y  t h e  
e m o t i o n a l  c o l o r i n g ,  s o  l i s t e n  t o  t h e s e  
w i t h  t h u n d e r ,  w a r ,  t i r e d n e s s ,  l o y a l t y ,  
a n d  h o p e  o n  y o u r  b r a i n :  
T h e s e  m i s t - c o v e r e d  m o u n t a i n s  
a r e  a l l  n o w  t o  m e  
B u t  m y  h o m e  i s  t h e  l o w l a n d s  
a n d  a l w a y s  w i l l  b e  
S o m e  d a y  y o u ' l l  r e t u r n  t o  m e  
y o u r  v a l l e y s  a n d  y o u r  f a r m s  
A n d  n o  l o n g e r  l o n g  t o  b e  b r o t h -
e r s  i n  a r m s .  
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so 
My head fills, upon no good evidence, with the story 
of Robert Frost and Edward Thomas, each laboring 
alone as writers with no success, in their middle thirties 
and about to give up, then discovering in each other true 
brothers-in-poetry. Both feel seen, understood, appreci-
ated, they write to and for each other. Then Thomas goes 
off to fight in the Great War in France. He says he'll 
come to America to live with Frost after the war, and 
sends his son to live with them in safety for the duration. 
But he's killed by an artillery shell in 1917. I imagine this 
song as Thomas' letter to Frost, safe back in America. 
I also remember my own years of struggle, to leave the 
farm, to become educated, but how those lowlands are 
somehow always home. I remember the Army, being 
a forward spotter for artillery, like Thomas. I begin to 
feel the incredibly complex mixture of emotion art can 
bring, in this case an intense loneliness which at the 
moment of greatest pain is paradoxically sweetened by 
the companionship of the song, sharing the pain like a 
brother, a brother-in-arms against the pain. And then 
the loss of that brother: 
Now the sun's gone to heaven, moonlight in your 
eye. Let me bid you farewell, every man has to 
die 
I well up with tears right there. Am I crying for 
Thomas? for his orphaned son? for myself? for all those 
lost and abandoned souls in that war? or around us every 
day? for my own dead brother? The one question I don't 
ask is, am I getting the meaning of the text. 
If there are professional Dire-Straits experts out 
there, they will care. They will feel pity or anger at 
my interpretation of this song. If one of them were 
my teacher, and let me get away with my "reading," 
with the flights of imagination I make about me and 
Edward Thomas and Robert Frost, brothers three, he 
or she must feel guilt and shame. Doubtless accurate 
knowledge of the lyrics would sharpen my interpreta-
tion. Doubtless further knowledge of the writer would 
deepen my appreciation. Doubtless none of this would 
make me like the song any more, and it might make me 
like it less. I'm a bad student. I don't care about any of 
that stuff. I'm already getting all I could ask of a song 
playing three minutes on a radio as I drive. 
I care about the tears. I don't want to revise that 
reading. 
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